Thirteen Ways of looking at a Black Piano by Ellenberger, Kurt
Grand Valley Review
Volume 26 | Issue 1 Article 14
2003
Thirteen Ways of looking at a Black Piano
Kurt Ellenberger
Grand Valley State University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Grand Valley Review by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Ellenberger, Kurt (2003) "Thirteen Ways of looking at a Black Piano," Grand Valley Review: Vol. 26: Iss. 1, Article 14.
Available at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr/vol26/iss1/14
86 
c/Wy favorite qVJ U piano 
(in foct, it is my favorite piano 
in all rifWestUWichigan) is the 
wonderful concert Jteinway in 
.(cAT. Jhe owns the nickname 
"U'Vlartha" and is really one 
o/ the finest pianos I've ever 
touched. :From my very first 
meeting several years ago, she 
has never failed to thrill me 
with her gorgeous, singing tone 
and beautifully easy playing 
action. I truly adore her in 
every way possible. When I 
imagine how I want a piece if 
music to sound, it is c/Wartha's 
voice that comes rushing into 
my head J ince I am primar-
ily a collaborative pianist (and 
a former singer), I always 
attempt to sing at the piano. 
'Ihis was, after all, Chopin's 
greatest desire in playing the 
instrument. I believe that he set 
the greatest example and it is 
one I strive for whenever I sit 
at the instrument! c/Wartha's 
"voice" is one o/ great beauty 
and I hope that she enjoys my 
fingers as much as I enjoy her 
keys. I can't think o/ another 
piano in the area that even 
comes close to her magical 
powers! I hope that ours is a 
long and fulfilling relation-
ship-! know that I will value 
it for the rest o/ my life. I also 
know that she will probably 
never be surpassed I will 
borrowJhakespeare's line and 
amend it thus: ''If music be the 
food o/ love, P.(cAY on ... " 
-~bert CJ3yrens 
CJ-Iead of cAccompanyingl(jVJ U 
Thirteen Ways of 
lool<ing at a Blacl< 
Piano 
0 ne of the most difficult aspects of playing piano professionally is that we never actually perform 
on the instrument we practice on. We are faced with 
an enormous variety of sizes, styles, and brands from 
almost every corner of the world. Earlier in my career, 
I found this to be particularly daunting. Some instru-
ments are very good, others are not; some instruments 
are easy to play on, some are difficult; nonetheless, we 
must perform on them all and somehow make it work. 
This is accomplished by developing the skill to rap-
idly "read" an instrument in terms of its strengths 
and weaknesses, and then (just as rapidly) alter-
ing our approach accordingly. This requires a 
great deal of technical facility and flexibility. One 
needs a large and varied set of approaches to play-
ing in order to make music on every instrument. 
I became acutely aware of the extremes in this regard 
about 15 years ago in Boulder, Colorado, when I heard 
the great jazz pianist, Art Lande, perform with Sheila 
Jordan on an upright piano that I had played on a few 
times. I found it 
to be an impos-
sible instrument 
in almost every 
regard. Yet, here 
was Art, play-
c/Wy UWartha, my beloved. 
I touch you, and the heavens 
open, and I am embraced by 
your beauty, torrents if sound. 
-John Jchuster Craig 
ing the same piano (without amplification or sound 
reinforcement of any kind) and it sounded absolutely 
wonderful-he managed to overcome the extreme 
weaknesses of the instrument and produced a sound 
that was warm, even, and inhumanly large considering 
the size of the instrument. I was dumbfounded. How 
was this possible? I had studied with Art so I asked him 
how he did it, and his response was typical Art Lande: 
"You have to wait for the piano to let you in." This was 
far too vague for r 
ally began to talk 
posture, the curv2 
bench and other 
the player the pia1 
Fortunately, v 
GVSU-three ~ 
many Yamaha g 
The CD in this 
on our Steinwa 
Van Solkema R 
new Schimmel ~ 
Strangely enough, 
rants) from the 
chosen for the C 
the Steinway 'B.'' 
done consciously; 
best, and the majo 
on the small Stein 
the Schimmel is a 
way is a bit cantar 
as the Schimmel. r 
Steinway (by two f 
preference surpris 
richness, and dive 
that no other make 
in the world of pia 
Notes to Accom 
Many of the piece 
ertoire (In Your 0 
Am I?, Body and 
Is, and It Could l 
of a standard 12-1 
while others are 
tar and Qyadrant 
Etude 
This piece is based . 
Kenny Wheeler on 
for a lesson he gave 
focuses on a partie 
that he wanted the 
keys. I improvised t 
L Y S  
o f  
, ,  
f a r  t o o  v a g u e  f o r  m e ,  s o  I  k e p t  p r o b i n g ,  a n d  h e  e v e n t u -
c . ? W y  f r i e n d s  k n o w  t h a t  
a l l y  b e g a n  t o  t a l k  a b o u t  a l t e r i n g  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  h i s  
I  a m  a  b o r n  s h o p p e r  - s h o e s ,  
p o s t u r e ,  t h e  c u r v a t u r e  o f  h i s  f i n g e r s ,  t h e  h e i g h t  o f  t h e  c l o t h e s ,  c a r s  - i t  d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r .  
B l a c k  
b e n c h  a n d  o t h e r  t h i n g s  i n  o r d e r  t o  ( a s  h e  p u t  i t ) :  " b e  
' B u t  t h e  s h o p p i n g  t r i p  o f  a  
t h e  p l a y e r  t h e  p i a n o  n e e d e d  m e  t o  b e . "  
l i f e t i m e  w a s  m i n e  a  f e w  y e a r s  
F o r t u n a t e l y ,  w e  h a v e  m a n y  f i n e  p i a n o s  h e r e  a t  
a g o  w h e n  q V J U  s e n t  m e  t o  
G V S U - t h r e e  S t e i n w a y s ,  t w o  S c h i m m e l s ,  a n d  
J t e i n w a y  C J - I a l l  i n  ~w Y o r k  
m a n y  Y a m a h a  g r a n d s ,  b a b y  g r a n d s ,  a n d  u p r i g h t s .  
C i t y  t o  s e l e c t  a  c o n c e r t  g r a n d  
T h e  C D  i n  t h i s  i s s u e  o f  t h e  R e v i e w  w a s  r e c o r d e d  
p i a n o  f o r  t h e  . { q u i s  c A r m -
t s  o f  p l a y i n g  p i a n o  
o n  o u r  S t e i n w a y  ' B '  ( f o r m e r l y  i n  t h e  S h e r m a n  
s t r o n g  ' T h e a t r e .  W h a t  a  t r e a t !  
V a n  S o l k e m a  R e c i t a l  H a l l )  a n d  o n  t h e  b r a n d  
: f ' i r s t  o f f ,  t h e  h a l l o w e d  h a l l s  
: r  a c t u a l l y  p e r f o r m  
n e w  S c h i m m e l  8 '  g r a n d  t h a t  i s  c u r r e n t l y  i n  S V S .  
o f  J t e i n w a y  P l a c e  h o l d  t h e i r  
W e  a r e  f a c e d  w i t h  
S t r a n g e l y  e n o u g h ,  o n l y  t w o  p i e c e s  ( E t u d e ,  a n d  Q y a d -
o w n  s e c r e t s  a n d  m e m o r i e s  a n d  
: ,  a n d  b r a n d s  f r o m  
r a n t s )  f r o m  t h e  S c h i m m e l  r e c o r d i n g  s e s s i o n  w e r e  
i t  w a s  e x c i t i n g  j u s t  t o  b e  t h e r e .  
a r l i e r  i n  m y  c a r e e r ,  
c h o s e n  f o r  t h e  C D ;  e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e  w a s  r e c o r d e d  o n  
W h e n  I  f i r s t  s a w  t h e  " s e l e c t i o n , "  
t i n g .  S o m e  i n s t r u -
t h e  S t e i n w a y  ' B . '  T h i s  m i x  o f  t h e  t w o  p i a n o s  w a s  n o t  
i t  w a s  o v e r w h e l m i n g .  ' T h e r e  
s o m e  i n s t r u m e n t s  
d o n e  c o n s c i o u s l y ;  w e  s i m p l y  c h o s e  t h e  t r a c k s  w e  l i k e d  
w e r e  j i v e  b e a u t i f u l  " ' D ' ' s  i n  a  
l t ;  n o n e t h e l e s s ,  w e  
b e s t ,  a n d  t h e  m a j o r i t y  h a p p e n e d  t o  h a v e  b e e n  r e c o r d e d  
s e m i - c i r c l e  w a i t i n g  t o  b e  t e s t e d .  
h o w  m a k e  i t  w o r k .  
o n  t h e  s m a l l  S t e i n w a y .  I  w a s  s u r p r i s e d  b y  t h i s  b e c a u s e  
I  s c a r c e l y  k n e w  w h e r e  t o  b e g i n  
~ t h e  s k i l l  t o  r a p -
t h e  S c h i m m e l  i s  a  v e r y  f r i e n d l y  p i a n o ,  w h i l e  t h e  S t e i n -
b u t  b e g i n  I  d i d  a n d  r o u g h l y  
s  o f  i t s  s t r e n g t h s  
w a y  i s  a  b i t  c a n t a n k e r o u s  a n d  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a s  i n v i t i n g  
j i v e  h o u r s  l a t e r  I  h a d  m a d e  m y  
1 s  r a p i d l y )  a l t e r -
a s  t h e  S c h i m m e l .  T h e  S c h i m m e l  i s  a l s o  l a r g e r  t h a n  t h e  
c h o i c e .  ' T h e  d i j f i c u l t y  w a s  n o t  
I B 7  
T h i s  r e q u i r e s  a  
S t e i n w a y  ( b y  t w o  f e e t ) ,  w h i c h  a l s o  m a k e s  t h e  S t e i n w a y  
i n  r e d u c i n g  t h e  i n i t i a l  n u m b e r  
d  f l e x i b i l i t y .  O n e  
p r e f e r e n c e  s u r p r i s i n g .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  i s  a  d e p t h ,  
b u t  i n  m a k i n g  t h e  c h o i c e  f r o m  
p r o a c h e s  t o  p l a y -
r i c h n e s s ,  a n d  d i v e r s i t y  i n  e v e n  t h e  s m a l l e s t  S t e i n w a y  
t h e  f i n a l  t w o !  c A  f r i e n d  t o l d  
v e r y  i n s t r u m e n t .  
t h a t  n o  o t h e r  m a k e r  c a n  d u p l i c a t e .  I t  i s  t h e  g o l d  s t a n d a r d  
m e  t h a t  w h e n  I  f e l t  t h e  s o u n d  
m e s  i n  t h i s  r e g a r d  
i n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  p i a n o s .  
o f  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t  i n  t h e  p i t  o f  
a d o ,  w h e n  I  h e a r d  
N o t e s  t o  A c c o m p a n y  t h e  E n c l o s e d  C D  
m y  s t o m a c h  I  w o u l d  k n o w  t h a t  
r f o r m  w i t h  S h e i l a  
M a n y  o f  t h e  p i e c e s  a r e  t a k e n  f r o m  s t a n d a r d  j a z z  r e p -
I  h a d  t h e  r i g h t  o n e .  J o m e w h e r e  
. d  p l a y e d  o n  a  f e w  
e r t o i r e  ( I n  Y o u r  O w n  S w e e t  W a y ,  W h a t  K i n d  O f  F o o l  
a r o u n d  3  P c . ? W  i t  h a p p e n e d  
· t h a ,  m y  b e l o v e d .  
A m  I ? ,  B o d y  a n d  S o u l ,  Y o u  D o n ' t  K n o w  W h a t  L o v e  
a n d  I  k n e w  t h a t  I  h a d  f o u n d  
a n d  t h e  h e a v e n s  
I s ,  a n d  I t  C o u l d  H a p p e n  T o  Y o u ) .  O n e  i s  a  v a r i a n t  
o u r  " c . ? W a r t h a . "  J h e  h a s  
a m  e m b r a c e d  b y  
o f  a  s t a n d a r d  1 2 - b a r  b l u e s  f o r m  ( T a b u l a h  B l u e s a h )  
p r o v e n  h e r s e l f  t i m e  a n d  t i m e  
o r r e n t s  o f  s o u n d .  
w h i l e  o t h e r s  a r e  c o m p l e t e l y  i m p r o v i s e d  ( G i b r a l -
a g a i n - u n d e r  m a n y  d i f f e r e n t  
' 1  J c h u s t e r  C r a i g  
t a r  a n d  Q u a d r a n t s ) ,  o r  l a r g e l y  i m p r o v i s e d  ( E t u d e ) .  
f i n g e r s ,  a n d  s h e  i s  a l w a y s  a  
l a d y - r e f i n e d ,  w e l l - m a n n e r e d  
f i c a t i o n  o r  s o u n d  
E t u d e  
a n d  g r a c i o u s .  I f  y o u  h a v e  n o t  
u n d e d  a b s o l u t e l y  
T h i s  p i e c e  i s  b a s e d  o n  a  s e t  o f  c h o r d  c h a n g e s  w r i t t e n  b y  
y e t  e x p e r i e n c e d  a n  e v e n i n g  
1 m e  t h e  e x t r e m e  
K e n n y  W h e e l e r  o n e  n i g h t  l a s t  S e p t e m b e r  a s  a n  e x e r c i s e  
w i t h  " c . ? W a r t h a ,  " b e  e n c o u r a g e d  
, r o d u c e d  a  s o u n d  
f o r  a  l e s s o n  h e  g a v e  t o  t w o  o f  o u r  t r u m p e t  s t u d e n t s .  I t  
t o  t a k e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  t h e  v e r y  
l a r g e  c o n s i d e r i n g  
f o c u s e s  o n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s c a l e  a n d  c o i n c i d i n g  h a r m o n y  
n e x t  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e n j o y  t h i s  
n b f o u n d e d .  H o w  
t h a t  h e  w a n t e d  t h e  s t u d e n t s  t o  l e a r n  i n  v a r i o u s  d i f f e r e n t  
m o s t  b e a u t i f u l  J t e i n w a y  g r a n d  
l r t  s o  I  a s k e d  h i m  
k e y s .  I  i m p r o v i s e d  t h e  m e l o d y  a n d  a c c o m p a n i m e n t ,  a n d  
p i a n o .  
r p i c a l  A r t  L a n d e :  
- J u l i a n n e  
y o u  i n . ' ' T h i s  w a s  
i  
V a n d e n  W y n g a a r d  
88 
gave it this title because of its pedagogical origins and 
singular harmonic and melodic focus. 
Quadrants 
It was getting rather late in the recording session, and 
I had been thinking about improvising a set of short 
pieces named after the four points on the compass. 
I had little or no preconception of what they should 
represent, but I thought it might be an interesting basis 
for a series of short pieces. 
Tabulah Bluesah 
The blues form has never been one of my favorite 
vehicles. Of course, I have studied the blues and 
certainly played the blues hundreds of times as a side-
man, but I have generally avoided it in my own playing. 
I decided to play a blues form without any pre-existing 
melody, just to see what would come out, and I surprised 
myself with this quirky mixture of styles in this very 
visceral old form (hence the name). 
Gibraltar 
This piece was entirely improvised, and was given its 
name by the producer (Dan Royer). He said that it pos-
sessed an amalgam of musical elements looking in all 
directions-Spain, Morocco and the deep Mediterra-
nean-much as he imagines the birthplace ofhis friend 
and our colleague in English, David Alvarez. 
Special thanks to Dan Royer for the enormous amount 
of time and energy he gave to this project. Without his 
encouragement and leadership (and keen ears), I am 
sure I would still be merely "thinking about" doing a 
solo recording .... 
-Kurt Ellenberger, 
Director ofJazz Studies 
and Associate Professor of Music 
